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Abstract:

This study employs a comparative-historical method to examine the fiscal and social obligations
of peasants (dehgans) in Iran and serfs in Russia, demonstrating how divergent institutional
configurations shaped political mobilization capacity and trajectories of social change. The core
research problem asks why differences in the legal and institutional structuring of peasant
obligations in two largely agrarian societies yielded distinct political outcomes. The analysis
draws on primary sources alongside classic and recent scholarship and covers Russia from the
sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries and Iran from the Ilkhanid era through the Qajar period. The
findings indicate that in Russia, codified serfdom legally bound peasants to land and lord; the
triad of compulsory labor (barshchina), rent in cash or kind (obrok), and state taxation was
stabilized and enforced through the village commune (mir) and the principle of collective
responsibility. In Iran, despite the juridical freedom of peasants under Islamic law, a multilayered
web of sharecropping rents, diwani taxes, tiyul and wagf obligations, corvée labor, and debt—
backed by customary mechanisms such as the mirab and communal qanat maintenance—
produced effective dependency. Consequently, Russia’s legally centralized framework facilitated
uniform extraction and enabled large-scale, nationwide uprisings, whereas Iran’s customary
dispersion limited national mobilization and deferred structural change to late, state-led land
reforms from above.
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Introduction

This article employs a comparative—historical approach to examine the fiscal and social
obligations of Iranian peasants (dehgans/raya) and Russian serfs, in order to clarify how distinct
institutional configurations produced divergent social and political outcomes. The central
problem is twofold: (1) why peasant duties in Russia crystallized within a centralized, legally
codified regime, while in Iran they persisted as dispersed, customary, and multilayered
obligations; and (Y) how these contrasts shaped mobilization capacity and the prevailing mode of
change—revolution from below in Russia versus late, state-led reform in Iran. The analysis
argues that institutional design—specifically the degree of legal codification and the level of
administrative centralization—matters more for downstream political trajectories than the sheer
intensity of extraction. The study is guided by three questions: (i) how do the duties of
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peasants/serfs differ in legal status, enforcement mechanisms, and organizing institutions; (ii)
what is the role of the Russian mir (village commune with collective responsibility) relative to
Iran’s customary local bodies (e.g., mirab, beneh, communal ganat cleaning) in enabling or
constraining coordination; and (iii) how do these institutional arrangements map onto patterns of
protest and change? Situating the inquiry within the literature, classic Iranology (Lambton;
Floor) depicts Iranian obligations as layered and customary with peasants legally free yet
effectively dependent (“dependent freemen”), whereas Russian historiography (Grekov;
Kliuchevsky; Mironov; Moon) emphasizes the consolidation of serfdom, the triad of
barshchina/obrok/state taxes, and the legally recognized mir applying collective liability. This
study brings these strands together within a single comparative framework focused on
institutional configuration and political consequences.

Materials & Methods

The research adopts comparative—historical analysis using causal process tracing and a
structured, focused comparison. The study population comprises primary sources (law codes,
chronicles, fiscal registers, administrative orders) and secondary scholarship in Persian, Russian,
and English. The analytic sample is purposively delimited to ensure temporal commensurability:
Russia from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, and Iran primarily from the Safavid through
Qajar periods. The design operationalizes four indices: () legal codification (presence of
nationwide statutes and judicial enforceability); () institutional centralization (a formal body
responsible for allocation, collection, and sanction); (¥) the obligation basket (composition and
balance among labor services, cash/kind rents, state taxes, corvée, and debt); and (¥) collective
responsibility (existence and scope of solidaristic liability). Instruments and data include
multilingual documentary analysis and systematic coding of obligations (type, basis, enforcing
agent, scale, and sanction). Analysis proceeds by tracing within-case sequences (formation,
enforcement, adaptation) and then aligning the cases to identify the institutional variables most
predictive of mobilization capacity and mode of change.

Discussion & Result

Russia. The Sudebnik (Y ¥4V) and especially the Ulozhenie () 7¥4) legally consolidated serfdom,
binding peasants to land and lord and empowering seigneurial rights of transfer and discipline;
the peasant thereby became a legal dependent. Obligations cohered around a triad. ())
Barshchina: compulsory, unpaid labor on the lord’s demesne, commonly three to six days per
week across the agricultural calendar, encompassing plowing, sowing, harvesting, hauling
timber, transport, roadwork, and estate construction. In some fertile central regions this burden
consumed most of the workweek, crowding out labor on peasant plots. (Y) Obrok: rent in cash or
kind, more monetized near towns where off-farm crafts and seasonal wage labor were available;
landlords could shift the burden between barshchina and obrok as prices and local conditions
changed. () State taxes, notably Peter the Great’s poll tax, plus transport/postal duties and
provisions for troops, layered state extraction over seigneurial claims. The legally recognized mir
redistributed communal land, coordinated tax collection, and enforced collective responsibility
(krugovaya poruka), transforming individual shortfalls into communal liabilities



Iran. By contrast, peasants were jurally free—Islamic law proscribed their sale—yet functionally
occupied a status of dependent freemen. Obligations were multilayered and decentralized.
Sharecropping rents under metayage transferred substantial portions of output to landlords; in
some regions and contracts the landlord’s share reached two-thirds. State exactions included
kharaj and other diwani dues; additional claims arose from tiyul (fiscal benefices) and waqf
estates. Corvée for public works recurred annually—especially qanat cleaning, road
maintenance, and provisioning officials—alongside hospitality obligations for traveling
authorities. Chronic debt, via pre-harvest contracts and usury, locked households into cycles of
obligation that were enforced informally..

Conclusion

Concentrated and codified obligations in Russia yielded uniform, enforceable extraction and—
paradoxically—underwrote the social infrastructure for large-scale peasant mobilization,
culminating in a protest-reform-revolution sequence. Iran’s dispersed, customary configuration
maintained heavy obligations but fragmented collective capacity, deferring structural change to
late, state-led reform. Future research should develop quantitative indices of codification,
centralization, and collective liability, and assemble regional datasets on Iranian rents, dues, and
customary institutions to enable broader comparative testing of the proposed model.
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